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THE  MAGI  IN  MATTHEW 
INTRODUCTION 


Now  when  Jesus  was  born  in  Bethlehem  of  Judaea  in  the  days  of 
Heord  the  king,  behold,  there  came  wise  men  from  the  east  to  Jerusalem, 
saying,  "Where  is  he  that  is  born  King  of  the  Jews?  For  we  have  seen 
his  star  in  the  east,  and  are  come  to  worship  him." 


Matthew  2:1-2 


MAGI— PL.  of  magus.2 

MAGUS — One  of  a  learned  caste  in  ancient  Persia.^ 

An  early  conclusion  came  in  the  study  about  the  Magi  in  Matthew. 
That  is,  a  conclusive  statement  about  the  Magi  cannot  be  made  as  to:  Who 
they  were,  what  they  were,  from  whence  they  came,  and  what  was  there  star. 
Almost  as  many  theories  arise  as  there  are  books  on  the  subject.   This 
assembling  of  thoughts  about  the  Magi  are  from  verious  sources  and  in 
no  way  complete,  comprehensive,  or  unique.   A  conslusion  cannot  be  stated 
in  any  sense  of  definiteness  and  concludes  only  with  a  composite  of 
thoughts . 


. 


1   Matthew,  The  Holy  Bible,  p.  979. 
2 


Noah  Webster  and  Harold  Whitehall,  Webster's  Dictionarv 
p.  1019. — ■*-' 


P 
3   Ibid. .  p.  1021. 


CHAPTER  I 
WHO  WERE  THEY? 

The  Scriptures  simply  say  they  were  "wise  men  from  the  east". 
The  task  is  trying  to  read  between  the  lines  to  draw  some  understanding 
from  the  language  and  background  from  that  day  and  then  conclude  as  to 
"Who  they  were" . 

The  language  called  them  by  the  name  of  "The  Magi".   They  were 
originally  thought  to  be  members  of  the  tribe  of  Median.   Darius  Inscrip- 
tions refers  to  them  as  MAGUSH,  which  only  means  a  member  of  that  tribe. ^ 
However,  there  were  the  "Magi  of  Chaldea"  and  some  of  the  early  fathers 
traced  them  to  Persia.   That  they  were  Persians  was  not  a  universally 
accepted  theory  of  the  early  fathers  as  Justin  Martyr  and  others  thought 
them  to  be  Arabs.5  They  are  also  referred  to  as  "simple  minded  Oriental 
Scholars".   Another  states  that  they  were  Babylonians  or  beyond  the 
land  where  the  human  race  had  its  beginnings.'7 

The  greater  number  of  writers  seem  to  think  them  to  be  Medians. 
Herodotus  said  the  Magi  formed  one  of  six  tribes  or  castes  of  the  Medes. 
Since  another  of  the  six  is. expressly  named  as  "Aryan",  it  seems  to  follow 
that  the  other  five  did  not  belong  to  the  conquering  race,  so  the  Magi 


4  St.  Clair  Tisdall,  The  Inernational  Standard  Bible  Encyclopedia, 
p.  1962. 

5  T.J.  Thorburn,  The  Mythical  Interpretation  of  the  Gospels . p. I19. 

6  T.H.  Robinson,  The  Gospel  of  Matthew,  p.  8. 

7  Henry  H.  Halley,  Pocket  Bible  Hand  Book,  p.  29^. 


3 
would  accordingly  be  an  aboriginal  sacred  caste,  like  the  Brahamans  of 
India.   When  Cambyses,  the  son  of  the  great  Cyrus,  died,  the  Magi  seem 
to  have  made  an  attempt  to  regain  civil  power.   Cyrus  and  the  Aryans 
had  deprived  them  of  their  power  and  a  Magian  pretender,  Gaumata,  held 
the  throne  of  Persia  for  some  months  until  dispossessed  and  slain  by 

o 

Darius  in  B.C.  522.    It  is  here  that  they  begin  to  be  related  to  the 
religious  functions  of  their  day  and  time. 

Strauss,  writing  from  the  older  mythical  standpoint,  dealt  at 
some  legth,  and  in  a  seemingly  unsatisfactory  manner,  with  the  story  in 
his  Life  of  Jesus .   His  conclusion  was  that  the  prediction  of  Balaam 
(Numbers  24:17)  was  the  determining  point  why  these  astrologers  were 
attracted  by  the  star. 

_ 

Drews  theory  is  that  Hadad-Adonis,  the  god  of  vegetation  and 
f ruitfulness ,  like  the  sun,  dies  in  winter  and  is  born  anew  in  the  spring, 
"Something  of  the  kind",  he  adds,  "may  well  have  passed  before  the  mind 
of  Isaiah  when  he  foretold  the  future  glory  of  the  people  of  God,  under 
the  image  of  a  new  birth  of  the  sun  from  out  of  the  blackness  of  the 
night"  (Isaiah  60:1  ff). 

"As  is  well  known,  later  generations  were  continually  setting 
out  this  idea  in  a  still  more  exuberant  form.   The  imagination  of  the  en- 
slaved and  impoverished  Jews  feasted  upon  the  thought  that  the  nations 
and  their  princes  would  do  homage  to  the  Messiah  with  gifts,  while  un- 
counted treasures  poured  into  the  temple  at  Jerusalem  (cf.  Psalm  68:32f.) 


8   James  Hastings,  Dictionary  of  the  Bible,  p.  565. 


4 
This  is  the  foundation  of  the  story  of  the  Magi,  sho  lay  their  treasures 
at  the  feet  of  the  new  born  Christ  and  his  virgin  mother. 

But  that  we  have  here  in  reality,  to  do  with  the  new  birth  of  the 
sun  at  the  time  of  the  winter  solstice  appears  from  the  connexion  between 
the  Magi,  or  kings,  and  the  stars.   For  these  Magi  are  nothing  else  than 
the  three  stars  in  the  sword-belt  of  Orion,  which  at  the  winter  solstice 
are  opposed  in  the  west  to  the  constellations  of  the  Virgin  in  the  east: 
stars  which,  according  to  the  Persian  ideas,  at  this  time  seek  the  son 
of  the  Queen  of  Heaven— that  is,  the  lately  rejuvenated  sun  Mithras."9 


9  Thorburn,  op_.  cit.  p.  67. 


CHAPTER  II 


WHAT  WERE  THEY  ? 


The  expression  "King  of  the  Jews"  probably  shows  that  ehey  were 
first  of  all  "heathen" (?)  and  not  some  Jews  that  had  years  before  gone 
to  some  distant  land  and  were  now  returning.    They  were  regarded  to  be 

more  than  mere  magicians,  as  the  Magi  implies  in  other  New  Testament 

11 
passages,  but  rather  teachable  and  wise  men. 

As  affore  stated,  they  had  become  aquainted  with  the  religious 
aspects  of  the  Medians.   This  led  them  into  three  known  fields,  astrology, 
oneiromancy,  or  divination  by  dreams,  and  magic,  which  was  traditionally 

associated  with  their  names,  but  was  expressly  forbidden  by  the  Presians.  ^ 
They  became  in  Persia  exactly  what  the  Levites  were  in  Isreal.   They  be- 
came theteachers  and  instructors  of  the  Persian  kings.   In  Persia,  no 
sacrifices  could  be  offered  unless  one  of  the  Magi  was  present.   They 

became  the  men  of  holiness  and  wisdom. 

There  are  other  statements  about  the  Magi  that  maybe  worth  con- 
sidering.  It  has  been  said  they  must  have  been  kingly  men  because  of  the 
gold  and  yet  it  is  also  thought  they  must  have  had  something  to  do  with 
the  dead  because  of  the  frankincense  and  myrrh.   Yet,  for  a  lack  of 
facts,  the  validity  of  these  cannot  be  known. 


10  Alfred  Plummer,  An  Exegetical  Commentary  on  the  Gospel 
According  to  Matthew,  p.  13. 

11  Floyd  Filson,  A  Commentary  According:  to  St.  Matthew,  p.  58. 

12  Robinson,  op_.  cit.  ,  p.  8. 

13  Hastings,  op_.  cit.  .  p.  5^>5> 

14  William  Barclay,  Gospel  of  Matthew. pp.  16-17. 


CHAPTER  III 


FROM  WHENCE  DID  THEY  COME? 

A  general  concenus  to  the  question  "From  Whence  Did  They  Come?" 
could  be,  from  almost  any  where.   The  confusion  here  is  as  great  as  in 
the  other  areas . 

The  greater  number  of  writers  seem  to  think  them  to  be  from 
Media  which  later  became  Persia.   However,  there  are  those  who  believe 
them  to  be  from  Babylonia.   These  persons  seem  to  draw  these  conclusions 
from  the  use  of  the  word  "East"  in  the  Scriptures.   Supporting  this  is 
the  contention  that  Christ  was  any  where  from  forty  days  to  two  years 
old  when  the  Magi  got  there  (Herods  killing  the  two  year  olds)  and  this 
is  used  as  a  presupposition  for  them  traveling  a  long  distsnce.   Their 
knowledge  of  astronomy  likewise  lends  itself  to  their  place  of  orgin. 
Using  these  as  a  guide,  the  natural  assumption  places  them  in  the  Media- 
Persia-Babylonia  area. 

Justin  Martyr,  Tertullian,  and  Epiphanius  had  them  coming  from 
Arabia,  founding  their  opinion  on  the  fact  that  "gold,  frankincense, 
and  myrrh"  abounded  in  Yemen.  5  Martyr  went  even  further  to  definitly 
state  that  they  came  from  Damascus,  which  was  and  is  a  part  of  the  land 
of  Arabia.   It  is  notiable  that  Justin"s  tradition  is  confirmed  by  the 
Jerusalem  Talmud  ('Ber.'  ii.4),  which  makes  an  "Aribian"  tell  a  Jew  that 


15  Tisdall,  op_.  cit .  ,  1962. 


1  6 
the  Messiah  is  born.    However,  the  down  fall  of  Justin's  theory  may 

be  the  fact  Arabia  is  south  and  not  east  as  stated  in  the  account  of 
their  coming  by  the  Scriptures.1^ 

Without  positive  proof,  the  tradition  of  placing  them  from  the 
east,  Media-Persia-Babylonia,  has  been  the  most  accepted. 


16  H.D.M.  Spence,  The  Pulpit  Commentary.  "Matthew",  Vol.  15,  p. 30. 

17  Tisdall,  op.  cit..  p.  1962. 


CHAPTER  IV 
'//HAT  WAS  THEIR  STAR? 

The  problem  here  seems  to  he  the  nature  of  the  star.   Was  it  a 
natural  phenomial  event,  a  once  in  time  event,  or  myth  altogether? 

One  theory  about  the  star  is  that  the  solution  lies  in  astrology 

rather  than  astronomy.   This   theory  holds  that  Jupiter  is  connected 

with  the  God  of  the  Jews  and  his  ascendency  in  Aries,  in  the  spring  of 

B.C.  6,  was  held  to  be  of  good  augury  for  Jewish  welfare.   The  Magi 

would  thus  reason  "A  King  is  born  in  Judaea"  and  his  destiny,  according 

to  the  heavens,  indicated  beneficence  and  world-wide  dominion.13   Xt 
may  sound  rather  far  out,  but  some  believe  this  theory,  although  most 

discard  it  because  of  the  date  problem. 

Much  discussion  centers  around  an  actual  phenomenon.   Halley's 

comet  was  supposed  to  have  been  visible  in  or  about  the  year  B.C.  11. 

Kepler  has  remarked  that  the  year  B.C.  7  witnessed  the  rare  conjunction 

1 9 
of  Saturn  and  Jupiter.  7  Again,  the  date  problem  might  question  these 

two  theories. 

Bibical  scholars,  while  not  presenting  a  unified  thought  about 
the  star,  do  try  to  point  out  two  other  points,  one  is  that  the  appearance 
of  the  star  did  inform  the  wise  men  not  of  a  king  of  the  Jews,  but  of  THE 
King  of  the  Jews.   Also,  they  had  come  to  Judaea  in  consequence  of  this 
information,  the  new-born  King  was  to  be  found  where  the  star  pointed 
out  to  them.   The  statement  that  the  star  "went  before  them"  gives  the 
impression  that  it  was  some  supernatural  light  like  the  "glory"  resting 


upon  the  tabernacle.20 


20  E,W.  Maunder,  The  International  Standard  Bible  Encyclopedia, 
pp.  2848-2849. — 


CONCLUSION 

Certainly  no  great  questions  have  been  resolved  and  may  be  even 
no  great  questions  asked  about  the  Magi.   It  may  not  even  be  important 
to  know  who  they  were  or  what  they  were  or  from  where  they  came  or  what 
was  there  star.   May  be  the  only  really  important  thing' is  they  help 
to  point  toward  an  event  that  actually  happened,  the  birth  of  the  King 
of  the  Jews. 


BIBLIOGRAPHY 


Barcay,  William,  THE  GOSPEL  OF  MATTHEW,  vol  1.  Edinburgh:  The 
Saint  Andrew  Press,  i960,  pp  390. 

Filson,  Floyd,  A  COMMENTARY  ON  THE  GOSPEL  ACCORDING  TO  ST. 
MATTHEW.  London:  Adams  and  Charles  Black,  I960,  pp6^5. 

Halley,  Henry,  POCKET  BIBLE  HANDBOOK.  Chicago:  Henry  H.  Halley, 
19M,  pp  768. 

Hastings,  James,  DICTIONARY  OF  TOR  rtblf.  New  York:  Charles 
Scribner's  Sons,  1952,  pp  1*1-63. 

Matthew,  THE  HOLY  BIBLE,  new  york:  The  World  Publishing  Co., 
No  Date,  PPI367. 

Maunder,  E.W. ,  THE  INTERNATIONAL  STANDARD  BIBLE  ENCYCLOPEDIA . 

"The  Star  of  the  Magi",  vol  V,  Grand  Rapids:  Wm.  B.  Erdmans 
Publishibg  Co.,  1956,  pp  35^1. 

Plummer,  Alfred,  AN  SXEGETICAL  COMMENTARY  ON  THE  GOSPEL  ACCORD- 
ING TO  ST.  MATTHEW.   Grand  RApids:   Wm.  B.  Erdmans  Publish- 
ing Co.,  1957,  pp  983. 

Robinson,  T.H. ,  THE  GOSPEL  ACCORDING  TO  MATTHEW.  New  York: 
Harper  and  Brothers  Publishing  Co.,  No  Date,  pp  489. 

Spence,  H.D.M.,  THE  PULPIT  COMMENTARY.  "Matthew",  vol  15,  Grand 
Rapids:  Wm.  B.  Erdmans  Publishing  Co.,  1950,  pp  12f5. 

Thorburn,  Thomas  J.,  THE  MYTHICAL  INTERPRETATION  OF  THE  GOSPELS. 
Edinburgh:  T  and  T  Clark,  1916,  pp  388. 

Tisdall,  W.  St.  CJair,  THE  INTERNATIONAL  STANDARD  BIBLE  ENCY- 
CLOPEDIA. "Magi",  vol  HI,  Grand  Rapids:  Wm  B.  Erdmans 
Publishing  Co.,  1957,  pp  2106. 

Webster,  Noah  and  Harold  Whitehall,  WEBSTER ' S  DICTIONARY. 
New  York:   The  World  Publishing  Co.,  1952,  PP  3874. 


